Chronotropic incompetence of the heart is associated with exercise intolerance in patients with schizophrenia.
The elevated cardiovascular risk of patients with schizophrenia contributes to a reduced life expectancy of 15-20years. This study investigated whether cardiac autonomic dysfunction (CADF) in schizophrenia is related to chronotropic incompetence, an established cardiovascular risk marker. We investigated thirty-two patients suffering from paranoid schizophrenia and thirty-two control subjects matched for age, sex, body mass index and fat free mass. A cardiopulmonary exercise test (CPET) was performed to study heart rate responses to exercise as well as submaximal (ventilatory threshold 1, VT1) and maximal endurance capacities (peak oxygen consumption, VO2peak; peak power output, Ppeak). In addition, epinephrine and norepinephrine levels were assessed in a subset of patients. Fitness parameters were significantly reduced in all patients. Most investigated physiological parameters were significantly different at rest as well as during peak exercise being in line with previously described CADF in schizophrenia. In particular, 14 out of 32 patients were classified as chronotropically incompetent whereas no control subject was below the cut-off value. In addition, a positive correlation of a slope reflecting chronotropic incompetence with peak oxygen uptake (p<0.001) was observed in patients only indicating a close correlation to the lack of physical fitness. The catecholamine increase was reduced in patients after exercise. This study identified a novel cardiac risk factor in patients with schizophrenia. Moreover, it seems to be associated with reduced physical fitness and indicates targets for exercise intervention studies. Future studies are warranted to elucidate pathophysiological mechanisms of this cardiac condition.